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TO BE HUMAN
Ravi Ahuja
The grass is cool and refreshing, a welcome sensation on my
skin on a surprisingly warm afternoon. It's been too long since I
read outside on a nice day. Life has held more pain for me lately,
the stresses of my final year of education blending with the sorrow
of a lost relationship. I close my eyes and bask in this pleasant
change of pace. The gentle breeze is just barely biting, turning my
arms to gooseflesh with the firmer gusts. The trees murmur and
whisper around me, like they have a secret to share but don't trust
me near them. Or maybe this is their way of welcoming me,
waving to me and saying "Thank you for being here. Hear us."
More likely, they think nothing of me, the same way trees think
nothing of warm cookies or Al Gore or thermonuclear genocide.
Nature's indifference is inspiring, in some ways. The trees at
Gettysburg did not mind that their rivers ran iron-rich and red,
one summer long ago. They do not remember pain, but dutifully
record it in knots and gnarls. Here, at this ring, you can see it
survive a fire in its youth. There, an early frost was almost its early
end. A limb used to jut out from where that hollow now gapes.
Perhaps it is not right to say that the trees don’t remember. An
unconscious memory is a strange thing.
Humanity does have its merit though. Laying there, I hear
laughing voices drift from the parking lot behind me. Voices I will
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never pair to a face, a joke I will never hear. And yet I am still
happy to be in the presence of human joy. Good for them. Carry the
torch for me. It sustains me, livens me like a plant perking its leaves
towards the sun.
This afternoon feels endless, the sun immortal, the summer
heat still alive long past its due date. I could live here forever, and I
have, for the last hour or so. The thought that I must leave at some
point saddens me. I wish I had the indifference to time that these
trees do. Planted near me is a row of four young saplings a few
seasons old. The true woods, stocked with gnarled and knotted trees,
are a mere 50 feet away, and yet they seem impossible to reach. I feel
stuck here with the saplings, planted all too neatly near the parking
lot. Wild places have always called to me but today their siren song
of independence is all too alluring. How I long to run into these
woods, shed my leaves and rebirth them time and time again for
seasons uncounted. The naiad Daphne was allowed this privilege
once. The god of love, Eros, shot Apollo with an arrow of love, an
arrow that produced an obsession for Daphne. Beset by undesired
affection, she was granted an escape from her continuous struggle.
“Help me Peneus!” she cried. “Open the Earth to enclose me, or
change my form which has brought me into danger! Let me be free of
this man from this moment forward!” In that very moment, her
father, a river god, turned her into a laurel tree. Not to be dissuaded,
Apollo chose to honor her forever by blessing her with eternal youth,
keeping the leaves of the laurel forever green.
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My struggle is also one I did not choose. My pursuer is myself;
I am the man I desire to be free from. My human form has brought
me into the dangers of grief and despondency, of Kierkegaard’s
existential Angst. I cannot bear to consider the freedom I am granted
with no roots to plant me in place. In life, as in art, limitations are a
comforting thing.
Perhaps I do not deserve to be turned into a laurel tree.
Victorious, I am not. But then, I do not desire my leaves to be
evergreen and immortal. Like those red and leafy trees, I too tend to
fall off. Seasonal Affective Disorder, they call it. Is it truly a disorder
to be affected by the changing of the seasons, the environment in
which we find ourselves? The trees do not receive such a label. I am
not diseased, merely deciduous.
Surround my soft skin with thin bark, O Peneus! Freeze these
fingers with carbon sluggishness! No longer would I have to make
choices, support my own happiness, be disappointed from my own
expectations of life. All the world’s a stage, the bard was right. Even
escaping into the forest, Rosalind has her own part to play. How I
wish to be part of the scenery and stage of the universe and not
performing my one man play, amidst all the other lonely players.
The trees have no individuality to separate them from their world; at
least, they know nothing of it. I can appreciate my favorite oaks for
their fullness, the feng-shui of gently formed cherry blossom
branches, the wind-water of their leaves.
I wonder if they can appreciate their own glory, if they know
when they are particularly beautifully and wonderfully made. But
they are neither conscious nor truly discrete individuals. Their roots
37

To Be Human
weave a sprawling web, intertwined with fungal networks that
allow for nutrients and water to pass between themselves and all
other plant life around them. When one plant suffers or is in need, it
is a communal problem. Those with excess provide for others. They
are interconnected with each other, with the earth and the
mycorrhizae, with the principle of life itself. It seems the trees have
already achieved the Hindu ideal of Moksha. Unconscious, unaware,
free from the endless cycle of soul birth, they have joined in
communion with Brahman and the universe itself. Their energy is
bound up in the world around them, blurring boundaries between
specimen and environment. They are life embodied.
It seems that the trees have reached the Buddhist Nirvana, too,
having abandoned all desires and suffering. They do not hold on to
their dying leaves wistfully, hoping to hold them against the turn of
the season. And in turn, they are not punished when it gets cold and
dark, and green turns brown. Inspiring indifference indeed.
Is it strange then, to wish to have been one of these magnificent
creatures? Unthinking and unfeeling, yes, but unable to sin or do
anything imperfect to the principle of life. Unable to regret or wish
that things had been different. The trees are born and brought into
their own existing heaven, experiencing nothing of hell or purgatory,
or even Earth for that matter. They experience nothing of the
mutability of emotion and psyche. Their only experience, if they
experience anything at all, is the process of life.
Still, I remember now the laughs and playful voices I heard not
long ago. I wonder if those voices, so happily taken by the day, have
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found some pain on their path since it diverged from mine. Are they
still happy and laughing wherever they are? Or have they ridden the
official human experience (tickets sold here!) down to some depths of
hell through some surprise phone call, or bad news, or realization. If
they are now joining me here at the lower loops of this ride, do they
feel the same as I do? I hope not, for their sake. I hope so, for mine.
Misery loves company, yes, but not out of malicious intent. It is that
company is a salve to misery. Companionship is inherently healing
for humans, and I would feel a little less lonely knowing that others
are suffering besides me. Fellowship found in foxholes and frontlines
does not fall away so freely. I will always remember those friends
encountered in the deepest pits; even the weakest lights shine like
stars in the dark.
Yes, I have been lucky. The lights in my life are not so impotent
as to only be useful in pitch black. Even on this pleasant and sunny
afternoon, they provide me with warmth dear to my heart. Without
relationships to support one in their lows, celebrate in their highs, it
is hard to endure this rough and hostile universe. Humans are not so
different from the trees in some ways. At the end of the day, we are
all trying to keep that thinly flickering flame of life alive. Our flames
are a bit more transient, perhaps, easier to blow out. But fire does not
distinguish between origins of birth. A wick will burn as easily as
wood.
From the Sanskrit Nis: “out”, and va: “to blow”, we get the
word Nirva: to blow out, to be extinguished. Nirvana. Have the trees
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been extinguished already? Perhaps we humans are allowed a
second flame that the trees never had.
Fire, among other properties, is communicable. Infectious and
eager to spread. Life is similarly predisposed. Similarly impartial to
origin or birth. All living things can propagate life, induce it in other
living things. Nebuchadnezzar managed to keep his flame alive for
seven seasons off of a diet of dew and grass. A meal fit for both cow
and king.
Yes, life does not discriminate. We humans do not just connect
with other humans, the trees do not merely interact with trees. Our
webs are not so separate. Tree roots receive just as much from the
civilized human world as they do from the natural one. The lesson
here: the difference is not as great as we imagine. The stage I find
myself on is not for me, not for my play. It was not built for humans,
if it was built at all. I am part of an ongoing production, continuous
for 3.5 billion years, where the stage is part of the performance. The
stage is the performance. A creation? Perhaps. Regardless, a living,
breathing, exhibition of art, of life. Synonyms by and large. My story
is not metaphysically privileged over that of the trees. My pain
serves the principle of life the same as theirs does. The only
difference, that I can remember my early frosts and fires.
Perhaps it is part of our nature not as humans, but as living
beings, to look up. To turn towards the sun and reach towards the
heavens. Without a repulsion and hatred for low places, we would
never grow. The only reason we can recognize pain is through our
memories of joy, the acknowledgement of its absence. Yet the very
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thing that causes pain, gives hope. Memory and absence are doubleedged blades. Joys that once were, can be again. This is one slice of
heaven that the trees cannot get to. I cannot help my human form, so
I resolve instead to enjoy it, to take pleasure in the unique
particularities of life that are meant for human living only. The trees
have Moksha, have Nirvana, have the unfeeling bliss of life. I have
hope, and companionship, and frisson. These I will take.
A strong gust of wind turns the page for me. I read on.
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